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[Title slide]
Hello everyone! I’m so honored to have been asked to speak today, and I appreciate you taking
the time to be here. I would like to thank the conference planning committee for inviting me, and
to express gratitude for all the work they have done to organize this conference.
[slide 2]
My name is Ione Damasco, my pronouns are she and hers. I have worked at the University of
Dayton Libraries for almost 16 years, where I started my career as a cataloger, but I was
recently appointed into a new position at my library, as the Associate Dean for Inclusive
Excellence, Engagement, and Operations.
[slide 3]
I would like to take a moment to offer gratitude to the indigenous peoples who originally
stewarded the land from where I’m presenting, namely the Shawnee, Myaamia, Osage,
Kaskaskia, Hopewell, and Adena people. As a settler here, it is my responsibility to
acknowledge the painful legacy of colonialism, genocide, and forced removal that continues to
affect their descendants. I ask each of you to find ways to support Indigenous communities now,
starting with finding out whose land you are occupying now, and then exploring ways to
demonstrate real solidarity. In the references and resources list at the end, I will share a
crowdsourced list that offers links to ways you can show support.
I would also like to take a moment for us to pause and reflect upon the challenges of the last
year and a half. Each of us has faced many different struggles since the start of the pandemic,
and for some people, the pandemic only magnified struggles they have already been
experiencing. From our heightened awareness of racial injustice across the country to the pain
and loss the pandemic has caused for many of us, I want to acknowledge that many of us may
be coming to this with grief in our back pockets. Whether it’s grief over the loss of loved ones, or
grief over the loss of a way of living that we once knew, I want to honor where we have been
and where we are now, as we come together to share in a learning experience.
[slide 4]
Let’s start by unpacking the title of this session a little bit. Think about a space where you feel
the most comfortable, where you enjoy spending lots of time. Situate yourself mentally fully in
whatever space that is. Does your body feel more relaxed there? Are the things you use
regularly in that space easy for you to find? Can you wear what you want in that space? Are you
able to be more focused mentally in that space? If your mind works best when you can do

several things at once, are the things in that space that you can use to multitask? Do you feel
energized by the space? Are you alone or with others? If you are with someone, can you
communicate in the language that feels the most natural to you? Are there things in that space
that reflect aspects of your own identity? Do you feel like you intuitively know the parameters of
that space, how to navigate it, and how you fit in it? Do you literally feel like you could kick back
(or get in whatever position feels the most comfortable) and relax in that space?
[slide 5]
Now think about a space that you don’t really like being in when you’re there. What makes you
feel uncomfortable in that space? Does your body tense up when you’re there? Are there
policies that dictate your behavior in that space? Do you know what all of those policies are? Do
you feel like your language changes when you communicate with others in that space? Do you
know where to find things? Are you worried you will do something “wrong” in that space? Are
there artifacts in that space that you feel a connection to? Do you feel like you’re just a visitor
and your time in that space is temporary?
[click]
Now take a moment and think about this possibility: what if there were people you knew who
imagined the library as that uncomfortable space? Your colleagues, your students, other people
who feel anxious or uncomfortable when they are in the library? What would you be willing to do
to help them feel like they really belong in the library?
[slide 6]
In order to develop strategies that create a genuine sense of belonging in your library, let’s
examine an influential narrative that has shaped how we think about our libraries--Libraries are
for everyone. We hope, we believe, and some of us may assume, that our Libraries are places
where anyone from any background can find what they need and feel like they are welcome.
For a long time, the profession held up neutrality as a core value, as a way to say that everyone
and anyone could use the library, and the library would not be partial to any point of view. We
have told ourselves the story that libraries are neutral spaces, and librarians and other
information professionals should strive to be neutral in their work, that by striving for neutrality,
we ensure libraries are for everyone.
[slide 7]
I have a counternarrative or counterstory to tell here that challenges this idea of neutrality. I
would like to give a little background as to what a counternarrative is, which means taking a
quick look at Critical Race Theory. I know that right now critical race theory is being contested in
many K-12 school districts as something that is being taught to children, and there are many
misconceptions around this theoretical framework, so I hope that this brief introduction provides
some clarity around what Critical Race Theory actually is. I find Critical Race Theory to be an
invaluable framework for naming and examining the reasons why we have inequities across our
organizations and in our culture.

In their 2002 article, education scholars Daniel Solorzano and Tara Yosso discussed the
application of Critical Race Theory as a framework in education research. While many scholars
have identified several tenets of critical race theory, Solorzano and Yosso focused on these five.
The first point states that CRT operates from the foundational premise that race and racism are
endemic, enduring, and a central factor in explaining differences among individual experiences
and intersects with other systems of oppression such as heterosexism or patriarchy.
The second point defines CRT as challenging traditional notions of the educational system and
its institutions, which have typically proclaimed objectivity, meritocracy, race and gender
neutrality, and equal opportunity. This sounds similar to what we proclaim in librarianship. In
particular, much like librarianship, as I just mentioned, higher education often holds up neutrality
as a value. But CRT scholars push back against those dominant ideas, and argue that
upholding such claims of objectivity and neutrality actually camouflage self-interest, power, and
privilege for dominant groups.
The third point emphasizes CRT’s commitment to social justice. If we accept a critical race
approach to our work, this means we are committed to working towards social justice in
librarianship. By doing so, we are working towards the elimination of racism as part of a broader
social justice goal that seeks the ending of other types of oppressions that are focused on
subordinating groups based on intersecting social identities.
The fourth point refers to the critical value that the lived experiences of Black, Indigenous and
people of color are legitimate, and essential to understanding and analyzing racism within
librarianship. Qualitative research methods such as ethnographies, phenomenologies,
storytelling, etc. are essential and integral to informing our understanding of racism in the field.
Finally, the last point emphasizes the importance in CRT work of analyzing race and racism by
placing them in historical and contemporary contexts using interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary
approaches. Race and racism cannot be analyzed separately from other social identities, nor
can race and racism be analyzed independently from socio-historical contexts. This last point
calls us to start pushing our research and writing about race in librarianship to include
information, perspectives, and contexts from other disciplines, such as sociology, Black Studies,
gender studies, history, and education, to name a few.
[slide 8]
Solorzano and Yosso definite counter-story (or counternarrative) as a critical race methodology
that can function as a way of examining current realities that center the experiences of Black,
Indigenous and people of color that offers counterpoints to dominant narratives or stories we tell
ourselves in our culture about different identities. Counternarratives can also function as tools
for challenging racism, sexism, and other oppressive systems and ideologies. Reading or
listening to counternarratives pushes us to question assumptions we may have long held, or
that are so deeply ingrained we didn’t even realize they were there, underscoring the ways in
which we do things.
[slide 9]
Here is an example of a counternarrative.
Libraries are institutions grounded in the same social, political, and historical contexts as all

other institutions in our culture (and I’m referring specifically to the U.S.) On an individual level,
librarians and other information professionals, like all other people, hold implicit and explicit
biases shaped by culture and lived experiences. We are also socialized to operate within the
systems that surround us. In order to navigate those systems, we typically do not disrupt them,
but work in ways that maintain those systems. Some of you may be familiar with the concept of
white supremacy culture through the work of people like Tema Okun or Sofia Leung, and based
upon their work, I would assert that these systems which permeate our institutions and impact
our own individual ways of thinking and acting, are grounded specifically in white supremacy
culture. To proclaim neutrality is to ignore these realities, and as a result, we as individuals and
we as organizations uphold an oppressive status quo.
[slide 10]
I highly encourage you to explore Okun’s new website called “Divorcing white supremacy
culture.” On that site, Okun provides a thorough definition of white supremacy culture. Okun’s
definition includes a historical context, referring to the colonial roots of racialization in the U.S. In
brief, the creation of hierarchical racial categories was used to justify the conquest of Indigenous
peoples and the enslavement of Africans for economic gain, and those justifications have
evolved and adapted over time to ensure that power and wealth remain in the hands of a very
few. Okun asserts that white supremacy culture impacts us all in ways that are harmful,
intersecting with other forms of oppression such as gender oppression, ableism, classism, etc.
But the ways in which white supremacy culture harms us is not the same--as Okun states, it
targets and violates Black, Indigenous, and People of color and their communities with the intent
to destroy them directly, while it targets and violates white people by inviting them to collude in
that destruction which will inevitably destroy white people’s own sense of humanity. One of the
things that is most insidious about white supremacy culture is that we are all socialized within it,
and much of what we all do, regardless of our own individual racial or ethnic identity,
subconsciously upholds it. We are not bad people because of this, but this does mean we have
to consciously act to resist that socialization.
These concepts clearly connect to the critical race theory tenets I mentioned a few minutes ago,
challenging us to take a multi-faceted approach to dismantling white supremacy culture as a
form of social justice because of the differential harm it inflicts on our various communities. So, if
we circle back to our original narrative of libraries are for everyone--not everyone experiences
libraries in the same ways and some of those experiences are more harmful for certain people.
If we hold onto this idea of neutrality, we close off avenues for critical inquiry and reflection. We
cannot positively transform what we do not fully understand.
[slide 11]
Here is another narrative that is also prevalent in our profession. Diversifying our collections will
lead us to greater diversity, equity, and inclusion overall in our libraries. We just need to add
more books by underrepresented authors to what we already have.
[slide 12]

Here is a counternarrative I would like to offer. I think that many of us believe, with the best of
intentions, that if we just add more “diverse” books into our collections, books by and/or about
underrepresented groups, that this will lead us to greater diversity, equity, and inclusion.
However, simply adding a handful of titles from different perspectives is not truly transformative.
“If you build it, they will come” is not an effective approach in academic libraries, and as we
know from our circulation statistics, many of us have print collections where the majority of titles
have never been touched. Adding more diverse titles does not ensure their use in the
classroom, nor does it ensure their use as part of faculty or student research. We have to think
beyond just revising our collection development policies. As partners in the academic endeavor
on our campuses, how are we working with faculty to point them to more diverse resources from
that can be included in their curriculum planning? As more colleges and universities are issuing
public statements about being committed to diversity, equity, and inclusion, I can guarantee you
there are faculty on those campuses who have never considered those issues before as part of
their teaching or research. We have a unique opportunity to introduce faculty AND students to
resources beyond what they are used to seeking out. We can even help faculty consider new
interdisciplinary approaches to their work, which can open up more opportunities for the
inclusion of work by BIPOC scholars. We can also think about how we can challenge the typical
practices of the publishing industry, which has led to the lack of diversity in terms of content.
How can we do more outreach to faculty of color to help them get their work out there? For
example, we can help faculty of color better understand copyright agreements, recognize
predatory journals, or utilize our institutional repositories to make their research more
discoverable. Some libraries are able to assist with the funding of open access publishing fees,
which can encourage faculty of color to pursue open access journals as an outlet for their work.
What we have in our collections sends out messages to our library users about what we as
libraries, as partners in the educational activities of our campuses, truly value. I think our library
users think of us as authority figures when it comes to the legitimacy of information resources. If
we don’t intentionally include marginalized and underrepresented perspectives in our
collections, we further reinforce that marginalization. And if we don’t work collectively to
challenge the gatekeeping aspects of the publishing industry, what we provide access to is
unlikely to change significantly. But what we collect is just half of the issue. How we provide
access to our collections, whether online or in person, is also an important aspect of diversity,
equity, and inclusion.
[slide 13]
I come from a cataloging background, so I’m going to take this opportunity to discuss how we
provide access to our collections through the use of subject headings in our discovery systems.
I’m going to talk about a specific example that I think strongly connects to this idea of who
belongs or who is welcome in our libraries. In 2016, there was a push by members of the
cataloging community to eliminate the Library of Congress subject heading Illegal aliens and
instead split it into two headings: Noncitizens and Unauthorized immigration. This was, and
continues to be a reflection about how the issues around immigration in our culture are being
talked about, and how language has a tremendous amount of power. To refer to someone as an
“illegal alien” is dehumanizing. When we hear the word “alien” on its own, I think many of us

think of extraterrestrial creatures, not human beings. And to call a person “illegal” is inaccurate
as well—actions can be legal or illegal, but a person is not illegal. The way the word “illegal” is
used this subject heading implies one’s very existence is a violation of the law. Recognizing how
harmful and inaccurate this subject heading was (and still is), the cataloging community came
together, and made recommendations to change these headings in full recognition of their
pejorative nature. However, in a rare instance of intervention, Congress stepped in and blocked
the recommended changes, so we still have Illegal aliens as a subject heading. Before this,
Congress had never interfered with a Library of Congress plan to change a subject heading.
[slide 14]
he intervention of Congress was a reminder that these LCSH subject headings are exactly
this—they reflect the language of Congress, which is inherently political. This is an example of
how oppression can become institutionalized and systematic. Many other subject headings still
exist in the LC controlled vocabulary that are offensive, outdated, or that hide the realities
marginalized peoples have experienced. Thousands of libraries use these subject headings as
descriptors for their resources, and we often teach our library users how to search by subject.
Think about the impact it might have if you were working with a student who is a DACA
recipient, and they have to use the subject heading “children of illegal aliens” as a search term?
How might it make that student feel if they did a keyword search for DACA, and they clicked on
a title and saw in the catalog record that “children of illegal aliens” was an authorized subject
heading? How might this detract from a sense of belonging for that student?
If we challenge the dominant narrative of libraries as neutral, we have to recognize that even the
tools we use to do our work often contribute to the maintenance of oppressive systems. Subject
headings, which are a way that we help users find resources about particular topics, can be just
as harmful as they are helpful for users when looking for materials in our libraries. On a positive
note, more and more libraries are finding innovative ways to manipulate their discovery layers
and public catalog displays to allow for alternative, locally-defined subjects to be used in place
of certain harmful Library of Congress subject headings. These strategies allow greater
opportunities for groups to define themselves, to use language that more accurately reflects the
experiences of different groups. Library instruction sessions are another opportunity for
librarians to intervene between library users and these potentially harmful discovery systems by
openly discussing the problematic history of Library of Congress Subject Headings. We should
acknowledge that there are search terms that are inherently marginalizing. These different
approaches to mitigating biased subject headings can also contribute to the wider conversations
happening around bias in resource description; around how we engage with different
communities regarding resources they create that we wish to provide access to; how our search
algorithms should be redesigned to mitigate bias; or how we can leverage digital tools to create
more inclusive access to our collections. And if you’re interested in learning more about how to
make recommendations to formally change Library of Congress Subject Headings, I
recommend checking out The Cataloging Lab, which I link to at the end. I have shared an
example here of how change can happen. Here is a former LCSH heading, Japanese
Americans, Evacuation and Relocation, 1942-1945, which is now Japanese Americans, Forced
removal and internment. The new heading reflects the reality of the experience of many

Japanese Americans who were forced to leave their homes and live in internment camps. The
original heading used does not express that reality at all.

[slide 15]
In addition to how subject access can contribute to a sense of belonging (or a sense of othering)
for your library users, there are other things to consider as well. The pandemic has likely
increased the use of your website and your online resources by your campus community. In
light of that use, have you checked to see if your library website is accessible for people who
use screen readers? If you have embedded videos on your library site, is closed captioning
enabled? In terms of design, are the fonts and colors you have chosen in keeping with best
practices for accessibility? Ensuring access to your collections for all users in a digital
environment signals to your community that you want everyone to be able to use your
resources. But in addition to online accessibility, how much attention and intention are you
spending on your physical library spaces?
Perhaps your library has some things in place that comply with minimum ADA requirements.
Things like accessible restrooms, or ramps and walkways that allow for mobility devices or
wheelchairs. But there are ways to think beyond minimum compliance to make your spaces
more useful for everyone in your community. Take your stacks, for example. Our library was
built in the late 1960s and our stacks floors reflect the design standards of the time. The
bookshelves are narrowly spaced and very tall, and in some places, books fill every single shelf,
including the very bottom shelves and the very top shelves, which are over 6 feet high. In an
attempt to make those tall shelves reachable, there are step stools scattered among the stacks.
However, not all users can safely use those stools. Some users can’t stoop to reach books on
the bottom shelves. And the stools themselves can end up blocking the way between
bookshelves. Recognizing that our very stacks present accessibility issues, we now have our
student employees regularly check for those stools and move them out into the open areas
around the stacks so they don’t block access. We also created new signs that are high-contrast
and have a large, clear font that meets ADA recommendations that are posted all throughout
the stacks. Those signs simply say “Library assistance, call this number or text this number.”
So, if a user finds themselves in the stacks, they can use their cell phone to ask for immediate
assistance, rather than go all the way back down to our service desks on the first floor.
Other things about your physical spaces matter as well--what kinds of library book displays do
you have up? Whose books are featured in those displays? Have you ever considered
partnering with groups on your campus to curate particular displays, especially if it’s something
connected to a particular identity? For example, how many of us create displays for heritage
months like Black History Month, or Pride Month? Have you ever considered partnering with a
student organization to see if they would be interested in highlighting some of their favorite
reads? For example, in the past, our library has partnered with Spectrum, our campus LGBTQ+
student organization to create book displays and do outreach to promote LGBTQ+ titles for
Pride week on our campus.

Exhibits are another opportunity to be intentionally inclusive. If you regularly host exhibits that
are drawn from your special collections, consider whose stories are being told through those
exhibits. And just like the issues around subject headings that I mentioned before, it’s important
to think about how your exhibit descriptions are using language to be inclusive rather than
exclusionary, whether it’s the didactics for each item, or overall language used to market and
promote your exhibits broadly. Think about how you can partner with others across campus to
help ensure your exhibit planning is inclusive--again, create avenues to empower underserved
members of your campus community to share their stories and experiences.
[slide 16]
Here are a few more things to consider about your library’s physical environment that can help
make your spaces feel more inclusive and accessible. Furniture can have a big impact. We
were fortunate to have done a partial renovation of our campus library, which gave us the
opportunity to change some of the furniture. We picked furniture that was modular and mobile,
so students could easily rearrange tables and seating to fit their needs at any given time. We
also made sure that we have a variety of seating options to ensure different body types would
be comfortable, including some soft seating, armless chairs, adjustable height seating, and even
some wobbly stools for students who like to be active or need to move around a bit while they
are studying. Being cognizant of people with different sensory sensitivities is important, too. We
have a variety of colors and surface textures that can be stimulating for some people as well as
quiet, solitary areas for students who require that kind of environment in order to focus. We
even have an installation created by a student artist who is now a full-time employee on the 5th
floor that is called the Zen Den. It’s a tent-like structure where a student can sit inside of it and
enjoy the soothing white noise of the nearby tabletop fountain. There are also some plants and
a shelf of stress-relieving activities like coloring pages nearby. So, if anyone needs to take a
moment or two for mindfulness, this is the corner to go to. I think we have paid little attention in
our work to people with different sensory needs or invisible disabilities, such as autism or PTSD,
and having a variety of spaces in your library can be much more welcoming for people who are
often overlooked.
We also used the renovation as an opportunity to convert some of our restrooms into singleuser gender inclusive restrooms, with clear signage indicating this, and we added a lactation
room as well (one of very few across campus) for anyone who needed it. Finally, we have some
larger spaces that can be reserved for programs and events, and we have created a form that
asks event planners to consider ADA guidelines for accessibility, such as strongly
recommending the use of microphones to ensure everyone attending an event can hear
presenters, or making sure temporary seating is arranged in ways that allow for the use of
mobility devices.
[slide 17]
The last big narrative that I would like to address is around our workforce.
Hiring more people from underrepresented identities, particularly Black, Indigenous and people

of color will make us a more diverse, equitable, and inclusive organization. We just need to
provide more educational and/or job opportunities to people from these backgrounds, such as
offering diversity scholarships to library school, or creating diversity residencies at our
institutions.
[slide 18]
I think we often assume that if we increase our demographic diversity, we will have become an
inclusive organization. However, increasing diversity does not mean you have created a truly
welcoming and inclusive work environment. Being truly inclusive starts even before your hiring
process. Increasing diversity in terms of numbers does nothing to change the structures around
diversity—if we just bring in people from different racial and ethnic backgrounds without paying
any attention to the environment in which we bring them, we are again upholding a status quo
that is rooted in white supremacy culture. When we hire anyone new, we typically expect them
to adapt their ways of being and doing to fit into our work culture, even if our work culture isn’t
very healthy or inclusive. And unfortunately, in some of our workplaces the environment is so
toxic that people end up leaving. Many of you may be familiar with Kaetrena Kendrick’s work on
low morale in library workplaces, and I had the good fortune to work with her on one of her
studies that looked specifically at the low morale experiences of librarians of color. I highly
encourage you to check out her work to explore the stories of these librarians that can illuminate
some of the factors that create hostile workplaces. Again, these are counternarratives that
challenge the idea that libraries are nice, quiet places to work. This goes back to the importance
of using critical race methodologies.
[slide 19]
I’m going to draw a bit more on Kendrick’s work on low morale, and talk briefly about
authenticity and deauthentication, which are some concepts that Kendrick and other scholars
have explored. Being able to feel like you can be your full, authentic self in any space is a key
aspect of feeling a genuine sense of belonging. And the truth of our workplaces is that some
people enjoy the privilege of authenticity, while others, notably people of color, do not share that
same privilege. The counterstories that Kendrick has collected as part of her research bear this
out. She defines the privilege of authenticity as the ability to display a full range of emotions;
share interests, opinions, personal life and health details and histories, family details, hobbies,
etc.; and present themselves physically (hair, clothing, skin, makeup, accessories, etc.) in
almost any way – and in (almost) any workplace setting – with considerably less concern about
negative repercussions. Reflect upon your own library for a moment. Do you feel like you enjoy
the privilege of authenticity? Do you sense any of your colleagues holding back about
themselves in some of these ways? Think about what impact it might have on your overall
sense of identity and well-being if you felt like you had to hide aspects of yourself in order to get
through the workday.
[slide 20]

Kendrick defines deauthentication as a corollary to the concept of the privilege of authenticity.
Here, she defines it as a cognitive process that Black, Indigenous, and people of color
undertake in order to navigate predominantly white workplace environments, such as our
libraries. This process means BIPOC employees make decisions to hide or minimize aspects
their ethnic, racial and/or cultural identity. This also means that BIPOC employees might modify
how they would naturally present their personality, their language, their self-images and
representations, their interests, their relationships, their values, their traditions, and many other
things that contribute to an expression of their whole selves. Engaging in the process of
deauthentication is a defensive act. Someone who deauthenticates is doing so in order to avoid
negative repercussions that can arise from being their whole selves in an environment that is
not actively working to reduce the negative impacts of white supremacy culture.
[slide 21]
The traits that I’m listing here are a subset of a group of characteristics that Okun asserts are
typical of white supremacy culture and that typically show up as a part of organizational or
workplace culture. Library workplaces are not immune to these, and these contribute to
upholding policies and practices that lead to exclusionary outcomes. Think about how familiar
these may be to you. Do you always feel like there’s a sense of urgency when it comes to
projects or tasks in your library, that things needed to be done yesterday? Does it seem like
there are only two options presented whenever a decision needs to be made? Do people see
things as binary opposites, rather than taking a systems approach to problem-solving? Do
people struggle with the idea of a situation or experience being both/and? For example, you
might host a film screening and discussion that is both inclusive, because the film is centered on
the experiences of a specific underserved community, but the actual event may be exclusionary,
because you chose a film that does not allow for the use of closed-captions, so people with
hearing disabilities cannot participate. Are written forms of communication seen as more
valuable or valid, over other forms of communication? If someone speaks with accented
English, are they taken less seriously? Is there an unstated expectation that everyone takes on
more work than is listed as part of their official job description, or that people will put in extra
unpaid time outside of work in order to complete tasks? Are people discouraged from
challenging policies, processes, or other people’s harmful behaviors in the name of politeness
or civility? These are just a few of the ways that workplace culture can create an environment
that feels hostile or unwelcoming to anyone, and makes it difficult to challenge the status quo.
[slide 22]
There are many other traits of workplace culture that intersect with Okun’s definitions of white
supremacy culture, but I want to share some things you can start trying to do right now to shift to
a culture of inclusion at your workplace. If you are someone with positional authority, consider
this a call to action. As administrators, managers, and supervisors, you are the people who
communicate both explicitly and implicitly what your library’s workplace norms are, and those
norms can make it easier or harder for some of your employees to be genuinely included in your
decision-making processes and other initiatives and tasks. There are a lot of suggestions here,
but I really want to highlight the importance of making time and space for everyone to be

included. Are you working together to create shared goals? Recognize that there are often
multiple ways of reaching shared goals, and always going back to the same processes or
people to accomplish things means that you will probably end up with an outcome that does not
serve your whole library community. Don’t be afraid to challenge the ways you have always
done things, or the policies that have been sitting in a file for years, and empower all your
employees to be able to do the same without fear of retaliation. Don’t let the stereotype of library
niceness get in the way of people being able to be authentic and honest at work. Niceness can
hide many problems, and allows toxic behaviors to persist. Resist your assumptions about what
it means to be professional--for decades, we have all been operating with a biased mindset that
uses the term “professional” as a code for specific way of dressing, speaking, writing and feeling
that privileges white, straight, cisgender, non-disabled, middle to upper middle class
experiences that in reality can suppress the abilities of people who hold racialized, queer,
disabled and other intersecting identities to express their full selves. I would like to think that the
pandemic has taught us the importance of treating people as whole human beings, and not just
nameless cogs in a machine.
[slide 23]
I think when we feel like we are truly listened to, we feel like we belong. While much of what I
shared is about developing inclusive practices at your library, we each have a responsibility to
develop our own inclusive behaviors and ways of thinking. Creating a sense of belonging can
happen at many levels, and it’s important to think of how you interact with others, especially
people who are very different from you, that can make them feel at home. Think about your
communication skills, and while it’s important to consider how you communicate to others, it’s
just as important to consider how you listen. What I’m sharing here comes from a particular
communication framework called intergroup dialogue. Intergroup dialogue is a type of
conversation between people from different identity groups that strives to create new levels of
understanding, relating, and ultimately building solidarity around action that leads to greater
social justice and equity. Intergroup dialogue requires a deep understanding of one’s own
identity, and a willingness to explore other identities and how different identities are positioned
within our society. The key to productive, relationship-building dialogues is becoming a
generous listener. This means turning off your internal voice--don’t just wait for silences to add
your opinions without an affirmation of what the other person has shared. Be genuinely curious
about what the other person is sharing with you. This means genuinely caring about the other
person’s experiences, even if they are different from your own. Listen with the intent to
understand, and don’t be afraid to admit when you don’t know something. Approaching a
conversation with humility means you are willing to learn and grow. And finally, be willing to
center the other person’s stories during your conversation, especially if they are sharing stories
from a historically marginalized point of view. This gets back to acknowledging that there are
unjust and imbalanced structures in our society that don’t give equal space and opportunity to
people from different backgrounds.
[slide 24]

I’m going to close with this. I recently moved into a new apartment, and while it’s taken a bit of
time to get adjusted to the new space, it’s really starting to feel like home. This doormat is one
of the very first things I bought for it. I love that right away when someone approaches my front
door, they are greeted not just with a simple welcome, but a statement that says I’m excited that
they have come to hang out in my place. That my place is somewhere they can feel celebrated
and at home, too. Maybe this can be what we strive for in our libraries--making sure everyone
who comes into our spaces feels like we are excited they chose to spend time with us, that the
space itself is better because they are in it. As long as we are willing to be honest with
ourselves, our processes, our policies, our spaces, and be willing to take risks and shake up the
status quo, I think this is an attainable goal. Thank you for listening, and I’m happy to take
questions at this point.

